
 

 

The S.S. Eastland keeled 

over on its side in 20 feet 

of water in the Chicago 

River,  July 24, 1915.  The 

passenger steamer was 

moored on the riverõs 

south bank between 

LaSalle and Clark 

Streets.  841 passengers 

and 3 crew were killed,  

Among the survivors 

were 23 year old Bertha 

S. Wintermute, her 27 

year old fiancé James 

Hays and her niece Hazel 

Meyers, age 7.  
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Bertha Wintermute and Niece Survived Disaster 
844 died as S.S. Eastland sank in the Chicago River 

The boat, built in 1903 by the Jenks 

Shipbuilding Company, was certified 

to carry 2,570 passengers.  She was 

owned by the St. Joseph-Chicago 

Steamship Company and had a histo-

ry of being top heavy and unstable.  

On the fateful day, she was one of five 

ships chartered by the Western Elec-

tric Company for itõs annual employ-

eesõ picnic cruise to Michigan City, 

Indiana.  Bertha worked as a stenog-

rapher for Western Electric.  

A primary cause of the disaster was 

attributed to the addition of extra 

lifeboats placed on the upper decks.  

They had been added in response to 

the loss of 2,715 lives in the recent 

sinking's of the RMS Titanic and RMS 

Lucitania .  The uneven distribution of 

S.S. Eastland shown here about 1914. 

The capsizing of the S.S. Eastland resulted in the 

largest death toll from any single event in the conti-

nental United States during the 20th century. 

By Michael Johnson  



 

 

Wintermuteõs Garage 
 It all began at 808 Talbot St., St. Thomas...  

I n 1922, Abraham Roy Wintermute (Roy) 

and Charles Milton Wintermute (Milton) 

became the owners of a garage started by 

their father, John S. Wintermute (b. 1862).  

The business, located at 808 Talbot St. in 

St. Thomas, Ontario, was renamed Winter-

mute Brothers Garage.  During this pre -

depression era, their small business 

thrived by performing the pre -sale prepa-

ration on all of the General Motors Cars 

sold in the city.  

By 1925, Milton had moved to Windsor and was working for 

the Janiese Brothers Funeral Home.  Meanwhile, Roy settled 

into a bigger facility with a new business partner named 

Eastman.  Their new garage was a Red Indian Station dis-

pensing Marathon Blue gasoline and Red Indian Motor Oil.  

The station prominently displayed the red McColl Frontenac 

logo featuring the silhouette of an Indian chief.   

Their gasoline was available as leaded or hi -test and was 

dispensed from two 

gravity -fed pumps.  

A wobble handle 

was manually 

pushed back and 

forth to pump the 

gasoline up into a 

glass bowl at the 

top of the dis-

penser.  The clear 

bowl was marked in 

one-gallon gradua-

tions allowing the 

purchaser to verify 

the amount of fuel 

they were receiv-

ing.  A hose would then drain the fuel from the bowl into the 

autoõs fuel tank.  The gasoline sold for 26 cents a gallon.   

Walter Wintermute, the son of Roy, was about 8 years old 

when he went to work at the garage.  Outfitted in breeches, 

shirt and hat, Walt used the wobble handle to fill the bowl 

and dispense the fuel into each customerõs auto.  For his 

work, he was paid 10 cents a day.   
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A big part of the business was auto repair with Roy acting as 

the chief mechanic.  With the start of the depression, custom-

ers had little money to fix their cars and the Wintermuteõs 

repair business declined.  Unable to cover the high overhead 

cost of the Red Indian station, the family made the decision to 

return to their original, smaller garage.  

At the smaller garage, Roy and Walter provided free air for 

customerõs tires.  During this time they saw tires change from 

clinchers, to balloon and finally white -side walls.  Walterõs 

work included keeping two 5 -gallon cans filled with water for 

topping radiators and dispensing oil from a 45 gallon drum 

into one -quart, long -neck glass bottles for sale to customers.  

While working at the garage, Walter attended St. Thomas 

Collegiate and Vocational School.  

At age 14, Walter purchased a Model T Ford from the junk 

yard.  He rebuilt the engine and his dad (Roy) helped with the 

body work.  One weekend as the restoration job was nearing 

completion, Walt was out of town.  His father used the oppor-

tunity to paint the Model T bright canary yellow with purple 

polka dots.  On Waltõs return, his dad informed him that òthis 

will help me keep track of you, especially if you venture into 

loversõ lane!ó 

Walter acquired a restricted driverõs license at age 15 so he 

could operate the tow truck.  It was hand cranked and re-

quired two people to operate the winch.  òYou mix ôem, We 

(Continued on page 4) 

 

The Wintermute Brothers Garage in St. Thomas circa 1925.  Milton 

is standing on the left and Roy is on the right. 

By Walter Wintermute and Susan Lawrence  


